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PROBLEMS OF POLITICAL DEVEL- 
OPMENT IN SOUTH VIETNAM 
OVER THE NEXT YEAR OR SO 


CONCLUSIONS 

A. Over the last 18 months, there have been a number of favor- 
able developments in the South Vietnamese political scene: the Ky- 
Thieu regime has successfully ridden out a series of crises; it has 
shown an ability to fashion reasonably acceptable compromises of 

. troublesome issues; a Constituent Assembly has been elected; the mili- 
tary and ci vilian leaders have demonstrated an ma-easing willingness 
to work together. The longer the process continues, the more diffi- 
cult it may become to reverse it by a sfn gfo sudden move. Finally, 
the US presence has contributed significantly to stability, fh? im- 
proved militar y situation adds generally to a better political dimafe* 

B. Nevertheless, South Vietnam is still plagued by important po- 
litical weaknesses: divisive regional animosities, religious pnmifw; 
ci vilian-mili t ar y rivalries, and factionalism within the military. • Over 
the next year, crises are bound to occur, particularly as the process of 
developing a constitution and moving toward a more permanent form 
of government unfolds. No assurance can he given that- some crisis 
might not undo the political progress Tnatfo to datp . 

C. On balance, we believe that the Constituent Assembly will suc- 
ceed in drafting a constitution. If so, political maneuvering for new 
national elections may actually exacerbate the basic ffictors which 
threaten political stability. Nonetheless, we believe the rhanrps are 
better than even that national elections will be conducted s uccessf ully 
during the period of this estimate. 

D. 
find 

tary man who resigned in order to run). It is not dear, however. 
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whether the military considers it essential that a military lea der occupy 
the presidential seat or whether a civilian would be acceptable. Much 
would depend on which civilian. The election of a cand id a t e who was 
opposed by the military leadership would raise the c h an c e s of a mili- 
tary coup attempt "Whether or not such an attempt succeeded, po- 
litical development would have received a serious setback. 

• E. Even if a relatively smooth transition to an elected government 
can be achieved, continuing political stability cannot be maint a in ed 
without military unity and support The military is probably more 
" “cohesive and certainly co mman ds greater resources than any other 
group in the country. Thus for some time to come, any regime in 
South Vietnam will be dependent on military support and almost cer- 
tainly under strong military influence. 
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DISCUSSION 
I. INTRODUCTION 



deprived of control of Ja^e 2^' tf S“ vamM M-!wet ty niltey defeat. 
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kinese) origin as “carpetbaggers,” who wield power within the government and 
die military establishment far out of p m p n rtfnn to fbmr numbers.' In addition, 
those native to Central Vietnam (Annanutes) are viewed with suspicion by both 
Northerners and Southerners. These regional antipathies ha mp er e ffo rt s to forge 
truly national Sooth Vietnamese institutions. In one way or another, regional 
biases intrude into most of Sooth Vietnam’s problems and touch all gro up s, in- 
cluding the military, where facHrmafiqn ' is often on regional Bne*. Tn short; 
regionalism remains a basic weakness of Vietnamese politics and shows no in- 
dication of becoming less divisive in the near future. 

5. Religion, Political developments d u r i n g the Diem period and particularly 
since 1963 have created deep suspicions between South Vietnam’s b ad ly split 
■'Buddhist majority and its active but Wr f ai-Hrmalfowl (Tathnlft* minority. The 
Buddhists and the Catholics mistrust pgrh other’s inflnmw» in gn v p m m»»nt- and 
each fears die emergence of a government dmrri nnh»d by the other. This rivalry 
is of less immediate importance, however, than the political role of die militan t 
wing of the Buddhist movement led by Thirh Tri Quang, an adept and wily 
p ol iti cal ta ct ician . 1 Although die militant Buddhists were weakened by their 
failure to topple Ky last s prin g and by their unsuccessful boycott of the Con- 
stituent A ssem b ly elections, they remain a likely sou rce of trouble. They still 
seem to constitute die largest body within nr ga n? T * »d Buddhism and may in time 
be able to reunite die Buddhists under thmr control. In any event, they still 
possess a substantial political base in the northern provin ces of South Vietnam, 
bom which they could reenter the political arena if they wished. In the shorter 
run, the r e remains a possibility of a new round of militant Buddhist demonstra- 
tions, given their assets among the students and fhw remnants of las t s prin g’s 


6. CknUan-M Uitar y Rivalry, The relationship between the militar y and civilian 
elements is fragile; n eit her group particularly respects die in t en t ions or compe- 
tence of the other. As the ultimate arbiter of power, die military is sometimes 
prone to ignore civilian interests. For their part; thw civilian politicians tend 
to overreac t to real or imagined provocations and thereby run die rfclr of needlessly 
pre cipitatin g re a ct i on by the military. Frictions between die military and various 
ci vil i an groups are unavoidable. There will almost certainty be occasional events 
which will threaten to burgeon into a serious civilian-military confrontation. 

7. M ilitar y Factionalism. Factionalism ha* been chronic among Vietnamese 
military l eade r s, and plots and counterplots, personal riv alries, and jealousies 
have been common. This lack of cohesiveness among the military leadm has 
presented norntdlitary opponents of- die government tempting opportunities to 
strike alliances with discontented commanders. The command struct ure itself 

l Td Qoang’s bets of power is in Central Vietnam, particularly TTn>» The more 

flexible wing of the Buddhist Ins titute , led By Tam (Tnn, is strongest in the Saigon 

area; mu c h of its strength is based on Buddhists originally from North Vietnam. In ntidiHrm, 
there are many Buddhists, inchxding most of thn»w from the southern provinces, who do not 
participate la Buddhist TTwt ft ntf . 
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dtltfjf-. ^ a f nd ^wcreness. As a result of the factionalism and paro- 
fr f T 71 1 characten2e s politics in Vietnam, there is little awareness of 

Most There “ nothing approaching a national political party 

*“* t* 111 ** * *“ advancing their own tftteiS 
JIST"* aCtiVity L b5rdle nraltiplicity of political groups is geSy 
«tacted to urban areas, wrth the rank-and-file support seldom^endinf beyond 
^ rural peasi^hich constitutes toe bulk 

^ &e “^7 economic problems, inflation presents the 
For over a year. South Vietnam has 
tea gripped by severe inflation, caused in part by the large war-related budget 
spending also caused by the war. ffltotaS 
I^the ^st of hvmg has increased by over 125 percent Despite the satoS 
winSr? 1 T y mes rec f lt currency devaluation, the cost of living during 1967 
the Efcrf * 31 fc? er 20 30(1 F° babl y V much more. Although 

5^5°“ *S f “‘.^y « the urban population, the rural ar<£ 

, j. * * faes wblcb 316 oft™ compounded by disruptions in the supply 
and distribution sy^m. In general, inflation has inLased P dissatisfeS^S 

4116 ^ 00112 -* oth ~ ■*«* ** - 

eff^T^^ liujd ? u ? ie *- S^th Vietnam has failed to develop an 
ton^ adn ?f 0 j s4ra4lve apparatus. Ihere has been a s|a£ 
I ^5 eS ?° n f bi ^ administer most proSams 

at &e province and district levels, and the ministries have little contol^ 
them. Government procedures tend to be both rigid and cumbersome. More- 
^ W 15601 xdocta * to WOTk with the government, 
F**»*J»^ Tim succession of regimes 8 and co^s 

^^j ted reorganizations, many of them inspired^ poIfficalroL 

^ increased efficiency, and Im^nade many 
^ unacceptable. It has also made them heJ 

tant to com^ thraiselves to a regime, out of fear that its tenure and their own 
addition, corruption is rampant through- 
out the system, and its corrosive effect not only impedes government activity 
but adversely affects attitudes toward the gov ernm ent 

i !?1SL ^ ™ vmious problems would obstruct political development ' 
to m pwatmie. lie war, however, exacerbates every problem, magnifies 
evoy wealness^and makes even the simplest tasks of governing exceeSy 

^ C fLT iet 1 C ° I ? 00114101 ^ ^ P^ of the cduntry, and varying degrS 
ofi^unty elsewhere, greatly restrict the ability of the govern* toSS 
toward prowls of social and economic development Finally, the refugee • 
who have fled from the countryside to the cities, and who may number a nriLn 
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in Saigon alone, add to the adminis trative burdens of the regime and may pro- 
vide an object for exploitation by its enemies, including of course die Viet Cong. 

III. MAJOR SOURCES OF STRENGTH 

U. Consensus on the War. A significant and often 
strength in South Vietnam is the consistently anti-Commamst altitude at the 
country’s politically active elements. Despite concern over vanous GVN policies 
toward wm and peace and over the impact of the large US mvotaent in 
Vietnamese affairs, none has called for an end to the fightmg or a withdrawal 
of US forces. The many governmental shakeups that have taken place have 
not been over basic policy concerning the continuation of the war or over the 
GVN’s steadfast refusal to deal with the C ommun ists. Thus the Communists 
have been denied the o ppor t u nity of gaining power through die bade door m 
league with other South Vietnamese groups. Anticommunism is strongest among 
the Catholics and military, many of whom fled from communism m North 
Vietnam in 1954. 

13. Continuity of Government. The Ky regime has now survived for 18 
months. This remarkable longevity, reversing what appeared - to be a persistent 
trend toward ever-changing, short-lived governments, has had positive psycho- 
logical effects at home and abroad which have been reinforced by the impact 
of US militar y operations. The government has at least had time to begin 
implementing a number of major programs which heretofore had progressed 
little beyond the planning stage. Progress has been limited, and mu ch o f the 
^TT vp^^oc and initiative has come from the US and US prodding. Nevertheless, 
Ky and his advisors have demonstrated greater, insight into the issues facing 
them and have shown greater flexibility in adopting remedial measures. 

14 Political Continuity. Politically, the regime has also profited from its ability 
to Tnafntain itself in power, especially from its success ^facing down both 
TT.iUh.Tii- Buddhist opposition and milit a r y plotting. Most politically active Viet- 
namese viewed die September elections for the Constituent Assembly as an 
earnest of the regimes willingness to sanction a larger civilian role m tie gov- 
ernment; about 80 percent of those registered and over 50 pen^t rf tee total 
ttUtU- population of South Vietnam voted, despite tee opposition of both tee 
militant Buddhists and the Viet Cong. The cabinet crisis in October demon- 
strated tee persistence of regional rivalries, but the regime managed to dilute 
tee impact of this episode. In any event, increasing numbers of politicians are 
. probably coming to feel teat there is political advantage in coexisting with the 
Ky regime as long as they see reasonable prospects for a tr ansition to elected 


15. Political Development. For the fist time smee Diems downfall, political 
activity is manifested more in legal c h a nne ls than in demonstrations and coup 
plotting. This political activity, while creating a raft of new frictions and prob- 
lems, is and healthy in terms of political development Moreover, tee 

military W^Whip, which will remain tee final arbiter of power in any case, 
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is actively taking part in tins political evolution. Borrowing from die experience 
of die South Kore a n military, the Ky regime is seeking to find political means 
to insure the military's participation in any future government With this in- 
surance, they appear to be prepared to accept an elected government with a 
constitutional mandate; such a development would he a promising step toward 
the creation of a government with a popular national base. 

16. US Support. Obviously crucial in the military and economic fields, the 
greatly increased US presence has injected a new dement of major imp o r t a nce 
into the South Vietnamese body politic. The US role carries great weight among 
the Vietnamese, so much so in fact that even inaction by the US is a form of 
involvement or, at the very least, has the same impact by being seen as such. 
For example, several previous regimes became vulnerable when their opponents 
suspected that US s u ppor t was weakening. Ky’s regime is strengthened by die 
fact that most Vietnamese consider the US to be solidly behind it The expand- 
ing US presence has obviously increased the disruptive effect of the war on the 
Vietnamese economy, and there are some latent anti-American sentiments. These 
negative factors are likely to be aggravated by the infusion of larger numbers of 
US troops into the more heavily populated areas of the country. Nevertheless, 
the overall effect of the US presence has thus far been to contribute significantly 
to stability. 


IV. CURRENT SITUATION 

17. The Directorate. During the past year, the Directorate strengthened its 
position within the military estab lishmen t, enhanced its standing in the country, 
and preserved a considerable degree of cohesiveness. The succes sf ul removal 
-of -two deeply •entrenched'Oxps -Commanders, -Generals -Thi- and Quang, added 
to the stature of both Ky and Thieu. The precise relationship between these 
two leaders is not clear, but Ky certainty has the leading public role. He also 
draws strength from die aura of US support, from die air force which he still 
commands, and from a group of younger officers called the Baby Turks. This 
latter group includes General Loan, Director of Police and Chief of Military 
Security and a close confidant of Ky’s, and General Khang, Commander of HI 
.Corps and the Capital Militar y Zone. This combination has provided physical 
security for the Ky regime. 

18. There are persistent rumors of friction between Thieu and Ky, though 
we see no evidence that such friction is now of serious pr o porti ons. But the 
future cohesiveness of the Directorate depends to a great extent on the coopera- 
tion, or at least continuing mutual tolerance, of these two officers. 

19. The Constituent Assembly. Except for the Buddhist Institute, all the 
traditional political, regional, and religious groups are reflected in the 117-member 
Constituent Assembly. The Assembly includes profe ssi o n a l p oliticians, repre- 
sentatives of the Dai Viet and VNQDD parties (badly split themselves), re- 
gionalists (such as the militant Movement for the R ena i ssan ce of the South), 
and a large number of young and inexperienced delegates. Four political “blocs” 
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were formed for tie election of Assembly officers and committees, but each is a 
conglomerate of differing interests, and their membership and the lines between 
them continue to shift. 

M' 

20. Far the next few months at least; the Assembly will be the source of the 
issues on which the civilian politicians and the regime will confront one another. 
The Directorate has not yet shown its hand, but its military members would 
almost certainly resist any move which would deprive them of a constitutional 
role in a new government The precise goals of the civilians are not dear. In 
general, however, they distrust the Directorate and appear to believe that die 
time is ripe for the creation of a constitutional government with a much larger 

role for the civilian elements. The September elections whetted their political 

appetites, and since the military gave up some political power then, die civilians 
are pressing for more. Their motives range from parochial self-interest to 
genuine concern for a legitimate government The many divisions and rivalries 
within the Assembly will impair its ability to present a solid front against die 
Directorate. 


2L There are a number of potential problems that could lead to an open 
break, either by design or by accident, between the Assembly and the Direc- 
torate. The Assembly will continue to interpret its mandate for constitution- 
drafting broadly, while the Directorate will be suspicious of incursions into its 
domain of power. There is considerable resentment in die Assembly over the 
power of the Directorate to change items in the draft constitution, reversible 
only by a two-thirds vote of the Assembly. The regime, for its part, is reluctant 
to relinquish this power until it has a fairly good idea of what will be in die 
constitution. The desire of some Assembly members to retain die Assembly in 

-being -until the convocation of . an elected legislature may also cause friction 

with the Directorate. 


22. There are, however, factors that could lead toward compromise. The 
majority of the Assembly members probably are not interested in pursuing a 
collision course with the government, in large part because they realize that 
if the Assembly fails, they are unlikely for some time to have another chance of 
sharing power. Moreover, there may be many who will ' advocate caution in 
the expectation that the very establishment of a constitutional system, even if it 
is not fully in accord with their desires, will provide new opportunities for change. 
The Directorate also has reason’ to try to avoid a showdown. It probably be- 
lieves that the real test is not so much the question of a constitution but that 
of power afterwards, and it is aware of the US concern that there be a constitu- 
tion. 'Within limits, the regime will probably try to be forthcoming on this 
matter. On balance, we believe that an open break between the Directorate 
and the Assembly will be avoided and that a constitution will be produced. 


23. Although we consider it unlikely that the Ky regime ‘will be overthrown 
dining the near future, its downfall amid seriously endanger the promulgation 
of a constitution as well as the political progress made to date. Much would 
depend on how Ky was overthrown and what sort of regime succeeded him. 


s 
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Progress would not necessarily be wholly lost; for example, if Ky were over* 
thrown by an internal palace coup with a minimum of violence and disruption, 
or if die new regime were no less disposed to work toward const itu t i onal gov* 
eminent Should the coup be violent, however, or should there be a series of 
coups and countercoups, die whole structure created by past political develop- 
ment would almost certainly disintegrate. 


V. PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS OVER THE NEXT YEAR OR SO 


24. Judgments concerning the course of po litical development in South Vietnam 
must be highly tentative. The country is in the throes of political evolution, the 
course of which will be disputed even after a constitution is adopted. Li a very 
real sense, political development in South Vietnam will be a day-to-day, month- 
to-month phenomenon for some time to come, and periodic upheavals and crises 
will threaten die entire process. Indeed, as the pace of political events quickens, 
the factors that work against stability may actually be exacerbated. Regionalism 
in particular is likely to be a politically volatile. factor. The Southern elements 
are resentful of the Northern/ Central coloration of Kys regime and fear that Ky 
and Loan are conniving to perpetuate it at Southern expense. No assurance can 


be given that some crisis might not prove to be the ultimate undoing of the 


25. A falling out among the military leaders could have serious consequences. 
As political activity increases, the possibility of frictions between Ky and Thieu 
also increases. Ky hag thus far been skillful and fortunate in his efforts to con- 
tain the political power of individual Corps Commanders; on a future occasion, 
he might be less successful The question of how much political power is to 
be shared with the civilian f.lem«itT-mTght--herwme-a cause of contention within 
the military, particularly since die Baby Turks appear to be less inclined to com- 
promise with the civilians than is the Directorate. 

26. The prospect of negotiations could introduce unsettling influences into 
the poli ti cal situation over the next year or so. At present, no si gni fica nt Vietna- 
mese group publicly advocates negotiations and the military leaders are quite 
opposed to them except on terms that amount to Communist capitulation. 
■Hence, any government that; in the near term, agreed to negotiations would 
increase its vulnerability to attack by its po liti c al enemies. On die other hand, 
the large US presence may encourage the Vietnamese to believe that the US 
will agree to no settlement that does not effectively insure the survival of a 
non-Communist SVN. The degree to which this confidence would r emain as 
a counterweight to disruptive effects would depend heavily on the circumstances 
in which negotiations seemed an imminent possibility. 

27. Nevertheless, there are developments which tend to make us cautiously 
optimistic about the prospects for a more stable political situation. These in- 
clude the continuity of the Ky regime, its success in riding out a series of crises 
and potential crises, and its ability to fashion reasonably acceptable compromises 
without resorting to outright repres sio n. In addition, the election of a Con- 
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Assembly, and the -willingness of both the military leadership and civilian 
.Iphiphk to attempt to work together augur well far continued political Fop 28 * 
The longer the process continues and is reflected in the development of new 
institutions and working rela ti ons , ' the more difficult it may become to reverse 
ft by some single sudden move. Finally, the improved military situation con- 
tributes generally to a better political- climat e.. 

28. During the next year or so, the successful holding of national elections 
would be an important indication of growing political stability. Actually, events 
are moving in this direction; a constitution will almost certainly call tor presi- 
dential elections, and probably legislative ones as weH Political maneuvering 
among the various civilian elements is already underway in anticipation of elec- 
tions and will grow more intense. New political alliances will eventually emerge, 
although it is too early to determine what they are likely to be. The Ihrec- 
torate's final derision concerning elections Will depend on its assessment of the 
situation at the time; if the military felt that elections seriously threatened their 
b aric interests, they might move to postpone them. But we believe the chances 
are better than even that national elections will be conducted successfully during 
die period of this estimate. 

29. If presidential elections - are held, there will probably be a military candi- 
date (or a military man who has resigned in order to run), perhaps Ky or Thieu, 
as well, as civilian candidates. It is not dear whether the military consider it 
essential tha t a military leader occupy the presidential seat or whether a civilian 
would be acceptable. Much of course would depend on the civilian. The 
military would probably find it easier to m ain t ai n unity behind a miliiaty candi- 
date. The election of a candidate who was opposed by the military leadership 
would raise the chances of a military coup attempt Whether or not such an 
nf+pmnt succeeded, nolitical development would have received a serious setback. 


30. Even assuming a relatively smooth tr ansitio n to an elected government 
continuing political stability cannot be m a int ai n ed without military unity and 
support. There is little evidence of any significant growth of a sense of national 
>vrnimThnmt that would submerge special interests. Civilian-military and other 
rivalries will persist and will manifest themselves in recurring conflicts over the 
distribution of power within the government Any government, particularly a 
civilian one, will almost certainly be subject to debilitating bick eri n g and jockey- 
ing for influence, and vulnerable to plots from within and without As long as 
die military leadership remains relatively united, it will have die upper hand 
over othe rs . It is probably more cohesive and certainty commands greater re- 
sources than any other group in the country. Thus for some time to come, any 
regime in South Vietnam will be dependent on military support and almost cer- 
tainty under strong military influence. 
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